Because various aspects of the school organization matter, this study was designed to determine to what degree principals in both charter and traditional public schools experience autonomy. This quantitative study draws on the 1999-2000 School and Staffing Survey, and the analyses suggest that there are variations in the degree and amount of principal autonomy experienced across charter and traditional public schools. Principals, although clearly autonomous, are constrained by state influence but supported by district influence. Charter school principals enjoy greater degrees of autonomy across various internal school activities, and this contributes to the conceptual understanding of organizational autonomy.
A ccording to their tenets, charter schools have autonomy from local authorities and state governments, and they compete for student enrollment (Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, & Vasudeva, 1999; Wohlstetter, Wenning, & Briggs, 1995) . Charter schools encompass elements of traditional public schools, such as universal access (although some educators recognize their limited enrollment of special education students) and public funding, and private schools, such as choice, autonomy, and flexibility. However, the underlying logic of the charter school reform is the restructuring effort to alter the conditions under which the schools operate (Miron & Nelson, 2002) . The charter reform is not prescriptive nor does it specify a specific intervention. Instead, charter school officials seek to change the conditions under which schools develop and implement their educational interventions with autonomy as a key ingredient as previously noted in this journal (Wohlstetter et al., 1995) .
Organizational theorists have long argued that organizational efficiency may be enhanced by augmenting employees' professional autonomy by affording them greater decision-making power over their daily activities (Luthans, 1992) . Therefore, public institutions such as schools have supported the increase in professional autonomy (Huber, Sutcliffe, Miller, & Glick, 1995) . This article presents a study that explores the differences in levels of principal autonomy between charter and traditional public schools. The theoretical framework is based on the charter school concept (Miron & Nelson, 2002) whereby three policy levers-choice, deregulation, and accountability lead to various goals for the charter school (Miron & Nelson, 2002) .
Charter Schools and Their Theory of Action
There are distinct ways that a charter seeks to stimulate change (Miron & Nelson, 2002) . The first is family choice; competition and the sorting process drive it. Because charter funding travels with the student, those who choose to attend a charter school will carry their funding with them. If charter and public schools fail to attract and retain students based on their quality, they will be closed. The sorting process is one in which parents choose the best mix of educational services for their children from a host of schools.
The second force in the charter school concept comes from deregulation, and the third is a new form of accountability that is directed toward parents and specific outcomes. Under the traditional form of accountability, public school officials were responsible for the educational processes they used, including the curricula, teaching methods, and so forth. One role of the stateand district-level policy makers is to prescribe the necessary inputs and processes that would produce favorable outcomes. Charter school supporters have criticized the control of the state and districts and pointed out that they do not have the necessary knowledge to make such decisions. Furthermore, charter supporters have called for the implementation of approaches that empower principals to decide which inputs, such as money and time, and processes should be put in place. This new form of accountability holds charter school officials accountable for their outcomes (as specified in their charters) and allows them to deregulate so that they may choose which means and methods to attain their goals (Fuller 2000; Miron & Nelson 2002 ).
The policy changes described-choice, accountability, and deregulationare supplemented by various goals that underlie the charter concept (Miron & Nelson 2002) . One of the first is the enhancement of professional autonomy and opportunities for principals. Perhaps the most distinctive feature of charter schools compared with traditional public schools is the significant autonomy granted to principals. Charter schools are seen as schools of choice not only for parents and students but for principals as well. The assumption is that principals who select the schools they want to work at will be more willing to invest their time, energies, and dedication to the school and its students (Wohlstetter & Mohrman 1993) .
Principal Autonomy and Leadership
The professional autonomy of principals cannot be understood apart from the manner in which schooling has been organized both historically and socially. Principals today are not closely supervised and appear to exercise a fair bit of autonomy in their daily routines. However, it is often assumed that charter schools are afforded more autonomy because they are deregulated and operate as "loosely coupled" bureaucracies (Weick, 1976) . When the school door closes, each principal determines the manner in which he or she will work. The critical point of distinction between the principalship and traditional professions is the control and power over the elements of work. As will be shown below, there are differences in principal autonomy between charter and public schools.
Few studies have conceptualized or empirically examined the amount of autonomy principals have in their day-to-day activities and the connections to professionalism. Absolute professional autonomy is based on public recognition (Forsyth & Danisiewicz, 1985) . A model of the professions was developed that is based on autonomy and suggests that the work of professional practitioners is essential, exclusive, and complex (Crawford, 2001; Forsyth & Danisiewicz, 1985) and therefore should not be subjected to pressures from other clients, institutions, or other members of the profession. Hence, if a profession is successfully essential, exclusive, and complex, the practitioners in that profession will have the freedom to practice in relative autonomy. Because principals are closest to their staff, they are able to make decisions about what is best for the school. It is assumed that charter schools provide a breeding ground for principals to exercise their professional autonomy and create a professional culture.
Studies on the topic of educational leadership suggest that in the past, principals were able to succeed, at least partially, by simply carrying out the directives of central administration (Perez, Milstein, Wood, & Jacquez, 1999) . But management by principals is no longer enough to meet today's educational challenges; instead, principals must assume a greater leadership role. Whereas managers rely on orders from above (Buhler, 1995) , leaders seek to create a cooperative culture where everyone has a responsibility to lead and make suggestions (Drake & Roe, 1999; Perez et al., 1999) . Furthermore, there is a distinction between a transactional leader and a transformational leader (Burns, 1978) . The former takes a more managerial approach delineating tasks and offering rewards where possible. The latter works with external environments and within the organization to map new directions, to obtain resources, and to respond to present and future challenges. It is here that principals must know how to seize opportunities to expand their autonomy and incorporate it into a transformational leadership style.
Purpose of the Study
Although state laws vary, it is assumed by charter advocates that principals in charter schools are more likely to influence the processes of setting performance standards, establishing curriculum, determining the content of professional development, evaluating and hiring teachers, and deciding how the school budget will be spent. Yet the extent of their influence remains unknown in comparison to traditional public schools. There are three critical kinds of autonomy identified in the literature: (a) autonomy from higher levels of government, (b) consumer sovereignty, and (c) local or organizational autonomy (Millot, 1994; Wohlstetter et al., 1995) . This article focuses on the organizational or local autonomy of the charter school with respect to principals. The purpose of this article is to compare how principals deal with autonomy in charter schools and compare that with the amount of autonomy found in traditional public schools. Wohlstetter et al. (1995) defined autonomy as the "independence and selfdetermination of a community in its external and internal relations" (p. 338). Self-management by school officials was also discussed with respect to autonomy. When examined through this lens, autonomy encompasses the ability of individual school officials to make decisions that affect both internal and external relationships, given certain boundaries determined by the government. Evidence was provided that boundaries created by state laws can narrow or broaden the autonomy of charter schools (Wohlstetter et al., 1995) .
Charter School and Public School Autonomy
Charter schools as organizations are thought to obtain and exercise more autonomy than traditional public schools. Chubb and Moe (1990) argued that sense of autonomy and freedom from bureaucratic pressures are the most powerful determinants of a school's success in advancing academic learning. Local autonomy is a prime factor affecting school performance because it leads to the development of effective school practices. What matters most is not how much money is being spent, or what teachers are being paid, or what class size happens to be but rather various aspects of the organization tied to its autonomy. Although their analysis only examined autonomy and student achievement within public schools, Chubb and Moe (1990) pointed out that teacher and principal autonomy should be greatly different between public and private schools. Yet, how and to what extent local actors exercise autonomy within charter schools in comparison with traditional public schools is unknown.
Principal autonomy is conceptualized in this article as a function of personal characteristics, school organizational characteristics, school type, and principal opinions about influential bodies. The first set of relationships examined is between principal characteristics and principal influence. Characteristics such as race, gender, salary, and number of years that he or she has been a principal are thought to show association with principal influence (Collard, 2001; Liebler, 2001; Smulyan, 2000) . Caucasian non-Hispanic principals might exert a positive association on principal influence because of existing sociological and race theories that show they generally experience more power and status in contemporary society. Male principals and those that have more years of experience might cause principal influence to be higher because of the gender advantage and the greater expertise that comes from experience.
The next set of relationships includes principal opinions about influential bodies and principal influence. The state is likely to have a positive influence on principal influence because it provides support and legal advice to charter schools. State policies encouraging site-based management are associated with increases in the influence of principals, teachers, and school councils in decision making and with decreases in the influence of the central office (Stevenson & Schiller, 1999) . These findings suggest that state policies influence school practices in policy-specific domains, rather than having diffuse effects on the organization of schools. Districts, on the other hand, are likely to show negative associations with principal influence because charter schools represent competition for their district and pose a perceived threat to existing public schools (Rofes, 1998) . The influence of the parents may cause principal influence to be augmented if they are part of the decision-making process at most charter schools and if school policies pass with their approval (Herman & Yeh, 1983) . The influence of the school council is not altogether clear (Malen & Ogawa, 1988) . Hypothetically, the school council should have a positive association with principal influence because they offer a supportive role to the school's day-to-day operations. However, they may constrain principal autonomy if their agenda varies from that of the principal.
Another set of variables to be examined is the school type. Start-ups are thought to be associated with higher levels of principal influence because of the existing organizational theories that newly created organizations are less likely to be influenced by outside actors and are able to garner legitimacy simply by existing (Hannan & Freeman, 1984; Meyer & Rowan, 1977) . Conversions, on the other hand, are likely to experience less principal influence because of the institutional resistance that accompanies them (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) . Private schools are thought to be associated with higher levels of principal influence because they are not subject to the same regulations as public schools (Chubb & Moe, 1990) . Finally, observing the interaction between a start-up and the district, a start-up that is in an influential district is likely to show mild positive effects on principal influence because, although existing theories associate start-ups with more autonomy, an influential district would be more likely to constrain principal autonomy because of district mandates.
School characteristics may make it harder for a principal to exert his or her influence. Because poor and ethnic minority students are disproportionately represented in charter schools on average (Center for Education Reform, 2006) , they are likely to have a constraining impact on principal influence. Educating poor and ethnic minority children tends to be more challenging because they demand greater needs, and schools may not be equipped to handle such a diverse population. Whether a charter is in an urban or suburban district is also critical. Urban principals are usually subject to greater pressures from outside entities like community groups and unions, thereby limiting their influence (Hannaway, 1993) . They are also traditionally under pressure from both the district and the state to improve academic performance, and this may constrain their autonomy. Size is the last variable examined. It is easier to manage a smaller school and exercise autonomy as well as have effects on administrative attitudes, so smaller charter schools may be associated with positive levels of principal influence (Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollow, & Easton, 1998; Lee & Loeb, 2000) .
Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to investigate the extent to which the autonomy of principals exists in charter and public schools, whether charter schools may be characterized as environments that foster autonomy, and if principals take advantage of their existing autonomy. The research questions are the following:
1. To what extent do schools that initially began as a charter (start-up) and conversion charter schools experience principal autonomy? 2. How does that autonomy compare with traditional autonomy in public schools?
3. In what areas do start-up and conversion charter schools exercise autonomy, and what factors explain the constraints on principal influence?
Method Data Collection
Research data were gathered on the factors that explain levels of principal autonomy in start-up and conversion charter schools. The quantitative model uses data from the 1999-2000 School and Staffing Survey Principal Questionnaire (SASS), the only year a separate charter school questionnaire has been administered to all charter schools. The SASS provides estimates for public school districts, schools, and principals at both the national and state levels.
Weighting of the sample units was carried out to produce national and state estimates for public schools and administrators. Weights were assigned to responses obtained from officials of private schools, administrators, and teachers to match national estimates. The weighting procedures used in the School Survey had three purposes: (a) to take account of the school's selection probabilities, (b) to reduce biases that may result from unit nonresponse, and (c) to make use of available information from external sources to improve the precision of sample estimates (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 1999). Table 1 outlines the sample sizes for each category of school principal as well as the response rate.
Regression analyses were used to study the variations and extent of principal autonomy in charter and public schools. Given the exploratory nature of the study, the analysis moves incrementally, focusing first on individual pieces of the model and ultimately testing the comprehensive model using ordinary least squares regression (OLS). Composites were constructed from several SASS variables as detailed below. The regression model is:
where the dependent variable Y is the principal's perceived influence. It is a composite index of the following domains of influence, and Cronbach's alpha is .83:
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• Evaluating teachers in this school • Hiring new full-time teachers at this school • Setting discipline policy at this school • Deciding how the budget will be spent The principal explanatory variables are:
Principal characteristics X 1 = Number of years that the principal has been at this school X 2 = Number of years that the principal has served at another school 
Results
On examination, Table 2 shows that principals residing in private schools that converted to a charter for the most part have higher levels of influence than their public conversion and start-up charter school counterparts in all areas of autonomy except for school spending. Organizations such as private schools have had high degrees of autonomy to begin with because they are free from district mandates. Moreover, in comparison to public conversions, start-up charter school principals show the highest levels of influence over standards, curriculum, and professional development programs, signaling that start-ups confront challenges in garnering their autonomy. Public conversion principals show the least amount of influence across the three domains mentioned above and show their highest influence over school spending, which suggests that public conversion charter schools gain some autonomy as charters but are still stifled in some areas. Furthermore, public school principals show the least amount of influence for all domains of autonomy except for evaluating teachers across all types of schools. Public schools officials have limited autonomy. Because the number of cases for each category is so high, it is likely that the mean differences will be statistically significant despite small changes in the average. Therefore, it is important to recognize the difference between practical significance and statistical significance when interpreting these data and not to overemphasize the results.
When it comes to individual domains of influence, there are some worth noting. For example, the influence principals showed setting performance standards and shaping the curriculum is an important measure of autonomy because it reflects the internal core of the school organization. When it comes to setting performance standards, private conversion principals had the highest level of influence followed by start-up principals, then public conversion principals, and finally public school principals. The influence principals had on the curriculum followed a similar pattern, with public school principals showing the least amount of influence and private conversion principals showing the most. When comparing start-up with public 10 Educational Policy conversion principals, the former showed higher levels of influence on the curriculum than the latter. Another area of influence that is important in determining the amount of autonomy a school has is the influence on school spending. Public conversion principals showed the highest level of influence followed by start-ups, then private conversions, and finally traditional public schools. This is somewhat surprising because the expectation would be that start-ups would have the highest amount of influence coupled with private conversions simply because the former are brand-new organizations that are not laden with bureaucracy, and the latter have had control over their budgets free from the district office. Yet public conversions show the highest level of influence for this domain. The overall results support the earlier theory that start-ups would exhibit greater levels of influence across various internal school activities than public conversions and traditional public schools.
Regression Results
To address the question, "In what areas do start-up and conversion charter schools exercise autonomy, and what factors explain the constraints among charter schools?, multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between principal influence and various principal characteristics, school characteristics, and principal opinions about influential bodies. Table 3 summarizes the results of the analyses.
As Table 3 indicates, principal race, the number of years the principal has been at the school, influence of the district, influence of the parents, influence of school site council, whether a school was a start-up or a private school, the proportion of Title I students, school size, and the proportion of Asian American students are significantly and positively associated with principal influence with five exceptions: State influence, principal gender, the interaction term between start-up charter schools and the influence of the district, the proportion of African American and Latino students, and whether the school was in an urban setting all had negative but significant associations. The multiple regression with all 22 predictors produced R 2 = .226, F(22, 16,109) = 215.066, p < .001. Because the significance value of the F statistic is moderate, the independent variables do a good job explaining the variation in principal influence.
The length of time a principal spends at his or her school is positively associated with the amount of influence exerted within the school. This suggests that principals over time learn to be more influential in their schools as they grow to become leaders. Being Caucasian non-Hispanic was also positively associated with principal influence, whereas being a male was negatively associated with principal influence. As stated earlier, for this ethnicity, there is an advantage in contemporary society, and the influx of women into the profession has resulted in a majority of women principals.
Although it may be assumed that the state's influence would be positive, the state's influence as perceived by principals is negatively related to all domains of influence. This could be due to the state standards that are imposed 12 Educational Policy on all public schools, charters included. Although the standards provide a framework for schools to operate within, it is a constraining element on the principal's ability to set performance standards and establish the curriculum. Despite the reported averages of influence on performance standards and establishing the curriculum by principals, there is a reduced amount of autonomy for the principal and the school overall, and there is no denying that schools have become more centralized with the state encouraging bureaucratization of school control.
The perceived influence of the district is positively related to principal influence. The positive influence may be due to districts acting as supportive agents for schools through their policies. A number of charter schools are still part of the district, and they use the district as a resource. For example, if the school has questions or needs guidance, then it falls back on the district. In addition, there may be a network of charters in place so the charter school is not completely autonomous.
Perceived parental influence has a positive association with principal influence. Organizations such as schools tend to have certain advantages, one of which is more supportive parents. Parents who unite behind a school and support its objectives and programs can be a real asset to building an autonomous and effective organization. Parents have many sources of influence. They can meet directly with the principal and superintendents, and other external authorities. Their influence in the school may help to augment the principal's influence by acting as a support mechanism.
The perceived influence of the School Site Council (SSC) had a positive effect on principal influence. The SSC serves as a liaison between the administration and the school community. The SSC encourages parent involvement and supports the schools in its mission. The SCC is a decision-making body, composed of representatives from the school community that come together to chart the school's path to improvement. The results suggest that the SSC acts to augment principal influence by bridging parents, school community, and administration.
Upon examining the population served by schools, only one group had a positive association with principal influence-Asian American students. Both African American and Latino students had a negative effect on principal influence. This could be due to social issues with African American and Latino kids caused by disruptive home lives or poverty, and this draws attention away from the principal's ability to influence activities within the school. The proportion of Title I students had a positive association WITH? on principal influence. Although Title I students tend to be poor students, (NCES, 2005) , principals are able to exert more decision-making power when it comes to dismissing Title I funds associated with these students, and this could explain why Title I students show more influence on principals.
The next variable of significance is the interaction term between start-up charter schools and the influence of the district. Charters that are start-ups in an influential district are negatively related to perceived principal influence. This is contrary to the hypothesis stated earlier where it was assumed that start-ups in an influential district would show mild positive effect on principal influence. Start-ups are competing with district schools for resources whether it is a new facility or extra funding for programs. District institutions gain their authority from the state governments, which, under the United States Constitution, is the primary locus of public authority. So, the district is in a position to make garnering resources a very difficult task as well as make the principal's role less influential.
Both start-up and private schools were positively associated with perceived principal influence, whereas conversion charter schools showed no significant association. Private schools and start-up charter schools tend to be organized more effectively because they are not burdened with institutional history as traditional public schools, and this may reflect their greater autonomy from external (bureaucratic) control. Principals in start-up charter schools and private schools were able to exert more influence over internal school activities such as setting performance standards, establishing the curriculum, determining the content of in-service professional development programs for teachers, evaluating and hiring teachers, setting discipline policy, and deciding how the budget will be spent.
Schools residing in urban settings showed a negative association with principal influence. Many urban schools are under an enormous amount of pressure to improve academic achievement and are subject to many district and state policies and directives. Therefore, it would make it harder for a principal to exert influence over internal school policies. Suburban schools showed no significant relationship with principal influence. School size was positively associated with principal influence. This is surprising because the expectation is that smaller school size would be associated with more influence for the principal. It could be that a larger school has less participatory decision making because of its bureaucratic nature and allows the principal to exercise more influence over the school.
Multiple regression analyses also indicated that principals with influence opined the state, the district, and other groups with having too much influence over the daily activities of the school. It is possible that the independent influence variables are tautologically related to the dependent variable so the regression model is run without them. Table 4 summarizes the results. The multiple regression with all 17 predictors produced R 2 = .12, F(17, 16,114) = 131.243, p < .001.
The number of years a principal has practiced in his or her current school or any other school had a positive effect on his or her influence. The more years on the job, the more influential a principal becomes at his or her job. Being Caucasian non-Hispanic has a positive effect` on principal influence because of the privileged status that accompanies race. School characteristics such as school size had a positive effect on principal influence probably because larger schools tend to have decision-making processes that do not incorporate all faculty, leaving the principal with more freedom to exercise his or her influence. Whether a school was in an urban or suburban setting had a positive effect on principal influence, suggesting that regardless of location, all schools excluding principal opinions about influential bodies have an Gawlik / Breaking Loose 15 effect. The proportion of Title I students had a positive association, which might be due to the autonomy exercised by principals when it comes to dismissing funding streams associated with these kinds of students.
School type also had a similar effect on principal influence as for the regression model with all variables. Start-ups and private schools both showed positive associations with principal influence, and this is most likely because new organizations do not have the institutional history and baggage associated with preexisting organizations. Private schools also have governance structures that are free from district directives and are therefore more likely to allow principals to exercise their autonomy.
Finally, multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between principal influence and various principal characteristics, school characteristics, and principal opinions about influential bodies in public schools only. Table 5 summarizes the results. The multiple regression with all 17 predictors produced R 2 = .18, F(15, 10,695) = 147.557, p < .001. Overall, the regression model for public schools shows very similar outcomes to the regression model designed for all school types. However, there are two exceptions. The first is the number of years a principal spent residing at another school, which was positively associated with principal influence in public schools but not in all schools. It comes as no surprise that the more administrative experience a principal has, the more likely he or she is to run a tighter ship. The next variable of significance is for public schools in suburban settings. They showed a negative association with principal influence compared to all types of schools, suggesting that public schools regardless of whether their location is urban or suburban exhibit diminishing associations with principal influence. Finally, salary showed a negative effect on principal influence in public schools, which may be only because the bureaucracy is so prevalent that increases in salary make no difference and provide no incentive in the amount of principal influence practiced.
Discussion and Implications of the Findings
The regression models used for this study relied on variables discussed in the literature as being important for measuring autonomy. But as the results show, the models explain only a small proportion of the variance observed. Hence, it is possible that there are other variables that are not accounted for in the literature. This could include the degree of oversight the authorizers have over the charter schools. State laws and regulations governing charter schools vary widely, which has direct implications for the autonomy principals may encounter. This research raises questions about whether the traditional factors associated with autonomy are the only ones acting to influence principal autonomy.
There are several key findings that this study puts forth. First, the state plays a significant role in determining the amount of influence principals experience across both charter and public schools. The role of the state may be interpreted as a constraint on charter school and public school principals because currently state accountability systems are not well defined and are often quite vague (Olson, 2000) . There is a negative correlation between accountability and autonomy (Smylie, Lazarus, & Brownlee-Conyers, 1996) . When principals perceive an increase in accountability, they perceive a decrease in autonomy.
Gawlik / Breaking Loose 17 Second, the district has a positive role on principal influence. It is possible that the state's performance standards act as a constraint for schools looking to establish their own performance standards and establish the curriculum while the district provides a mechanism for schools to fall back on when trouble arises. Although decentralized and deregulated, charter schools expressed their need to rely on the district for both legal and fiscal support.
Moreover, both parents and the SSC had a positive association with principal influence. Parents can act as a supportive mechanism for principals by endorsing school policy and engaging community members in school discussions. The SSC is a link between the administration and community members, charts a school's path, and help shape the mission of the school. The data also showed that start-ups and private schools have a positive association with principal influence. From an organizational perspective, this is not surprising. Private schools and start-up charter schools are highly decentralized and deregulated, allowing for principals to exercise their leadership free from the downtown office.
However, public and private conversion charter schools show no significant relationship, and public schools had a negative association with principal influence. Public schools are often afflicted by bureaucratic sclerosis and as the data suggest are less effective when it comes to principal autonomy. Moreover, public and private conversion charter schools have preexisting institutional structures that are hard to change, and assuming the title of a charter appears to not have an effect on principal autonomy.
Findings from this study have moderate policy and practice implications concerned with autonomy in schools in refining the concept of organizational autonomy by operationalizing and defining autonomy. Moreover, the data suggest that theories of decentralization need to be disaggregated not only in terms of the levels of influence but also with respect to the type of assistance that these charter schools require and need. Although charter schools embrace their autonomy, they may also seek assistance. For many education reformers, a lack of autonomy and accountability is at the source of poor performance of teaching and learning. The relationship between accountability and autonomy is one that needs to be explored further. Reformers must remember that too much organizational control can deny principals the very flexibility they need to do their job effectively. Imposing a high degree of organizational control may limit a very valuable organizational resource-their autonomy. Hence, the balance between accountability and autonomy is an important one, and principals who have little say over the terms, processes, and outcomes of their work may undercut their sense of efficacy.
Problems may arise for principals as well as the organization as a whole if autonomy is unbalanced. Delegating autonomy without responsibility is negligent and may be harmful for the school organization. In the same light, imposing accountability without autonomy is unfair. Thus, holding principals accountable for student achievement when they have no autonomy does not make sense. Similarly, it is not in the best interest of the organization to give principals autonomy over school decisions for which they are not held accountable. Policy makers and reformers appear to assume that granting principals more autonomy cannot coexist with guaranteeing the public need for accountability.
This study has implications for practice, particularly with reference to school restructuring efforts and expanding principal input into instructional activities, curricular innovation, and administration such as hiring and evaluating of faculty and deciding how the school budget should be spent. However, reforms focus less often on principal influence over social and behavioral issues in the school. The data indicate that school improvements depend on increasing principal control over these issues. Moreover, principals need not only be technically influential but must also grasp the constraints in the environment that affect their everyday school activities. Constraints such as the state-imposed accountability system and the types of students served illustrate the kinds of difficulties faced by principals. These local conditions work to open up and close a sense of influence. It is imperative that principals are trained to understand these forces and buffer themselves from them when necessary.
Data Limitations
Although the dated nature of the SASS data set could limit the current generalizability of the findings, these data are appropriate because they provide charter school data. Subsequent SASS data sets do not include a separate charter school questionnaire. The use of the SASS data may present problems typical with secondary data sources. Because the data were not specifically designed to answer the research questions posed in the study, there is not a perfect fit between the variables in the conceptual model and the measures available in the data set. In many cases, proxies or rough correlates had to be used. For example, the autonomy levels of the principals were measured by influence levels. Influence is a rather soft word compared with autonomy, which implies compete discretion. However, the majority of the variables used in the study are direct measures. Moreover, the use of a secondary data set makes it difficult to definitively explain observed relationships that may be a product of certain behavioral or self-selection factors. Large secondary data sets do not always provide insight as to why a relationship exists; it simply does.
The Need for Further Research
An important theme for future research to investigate involves deciphering the conditions under which schools encounter autonomy to understand the school organization. In the context of charter schools, new research should begin to look at how charter schools are reacting to their environment, changing regulatory provisions and local conditions that either promote or reject autonomy. In the same light, accountability regimes must be closely examined to better understand the relationship between it and autonomy. The aggressive state accountability system seeks to remedy the ills of schools by implementing a policy of sanctions and rewards that cripples principal autonomy.
Assessing the relationship between charter schools and their authorizers and how that affects local organizational contexts is an important theme for new research. Even though charter schools are granted autonomy from their local authorizing agency, sponsoring agencies may require additional regulations including curricula and budgetary decisions. Few charter schools can claim autonomy from their sponsoring agencies. Moreover, how much influence and power the school board has is also worth investigating.
Finally, charter schools now have the option to receive funding directly from the state without having to go through their local districts. This change is expected to have an effect on charter schools, but it is still unknown what the effects are at the school level. An important area of inquiry for researchers is whether increased fiscal autonomy will influence changes in the organizational structure and effectiveness of charter schools. Charter schools may be liberated from a resource-dependent relationship with their districts, and in some cases the state, and operate more autonomously. Although this research is an important first step in making a contribution toward organizational theory, it is more importantly a cue for further research to better examine organizational autonomy and change. Notes 1. A start-up charter is a newly created charter school. 2. Conversion charters are charter schools that were preexisting public or private schools before becoming a charter.
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